THE HISTORY OF THE ROCKFORD WATER UTILITY
THE FIRST EIGHTY YEARS
1875 TO 1955

Rockford was first settled in 1834 and was incorporated as a city in 1852. In

these early days there was no city -wide water supply. Businesses and
residents got their water fr om private wells, the river, or from cisterns that
collected rain water. The volunteer fire department drew water from the

river to put out fires. If a business or residence was too far from the river it

would likely burn down before a supply of water co uld arrive.

The first attempt to start a water utility began in 1868 when Goodyear A.

Sanford went to Auburn, N.Y., at the request of the city council to investigate

the Holly system of water works which had been installed in that city. Mr.

Sanford was f avorably impressed and upon his return he reported his
findings to the city council. At that time, a charter had to be granted by the

state legislature to set up a utility. Such a charter was passed by the
legislature on March 29, 1869 to incorporate the Rockford Water Works
Company.

The capital stock of the company was initially $50,000, and the charter
stated that all of the stock had to be sold before the company could start
business. The charter further stated that the city could buy out the company
within 10 years after they laid their first mile of main, at the actual cost
expended plus 10% interest per year less any profits made by the company.

The Rockford Water Works Company never got off the ground. They never

sold all of the capital stock. Also, the company was never able to reach
agreement with the city council on a plan to install fire hydrants. On January

13, 1873 the city council refused to ratify a contract with the water works
company and it folded. Over the next year and a half, two citizen petitions
were circulated and a major fire spurred action. On August 4, 1874 the city

council passed a resolution calling for the establishment of a municipally
owned waterworks. This is generally considered the birth of our current

water utilit y.

The waterworks committee of the city council set to work. They purchased

four lots at the foot of Park Ave on what is now known as the waterworks

parking lot, for $600. They contracted with the Holly Manufacturing Co. to

build and set up the machiner y for $35,000 and to furnish 125 hydrants at

$40 each. Ground was broken on the new water works building on
September 30 ™. The building was completed on December 15 hand the
machinery was installed by the following March (1875).

The first well was bui | t on this site. It was 2706 deep a
flowed into the well from natural springs in the area and was pumped out
into a reservoir by steam power. From there it was pumped out into the



distribution system of water mains and service lines into homes and
businesses. The water works was completed and turned on for the first time
on August 19, 1875. The total cost of building the system was $213,670.48.

I't wasndédt | ong before demand outstripped supply
1881 but it was  only used for a short time. In 1885 the water supply was

analyzed and the river water was analyzed at the same time. The river was

found to be fAicomparatively free from organic co
to the well water . o T h esedvamdIthle watea supply Wasr ef or e c |
drawn solely from the river. This did not last long however. In late 1885 the

first artesian well was drilled to a depth of 1,520 ft. It produced a plentiful

supply of 800 gallons per minute. The cost of this well was $540 2. See the

photograph on the cover.

Water Works Pumping Station.

The original pumping station was built in 1875. It was located on Park
Ave. at the edge of the river just north of the future site of the
Rockford Public Library.

Photograph originally published i n the 1898 City of Rockford annual report.

The success of well #1 led to the drilling of four more deep Potsdam wells
over the next three years. The name comes from the layer of sandstone that



underlies the area at a dept h oiflaydrofaabk 5006 t o
that contains the water that was pumped to the surface. The wells varied

from 1,250 to 1,996 feet deep. These five wells were followed by four

shallow wells into the St Peters sandstone during the 1890s. They averaged

385 feet deep. Al | of these wells were in the general vicinity of the Park St.

pumping station and were connected by tunnels. The pumps were powered

by steam which was generated by coal fired boilers. By 1898 the water

works was pumping 944,000,000 gallons of water annua lly through 55 miles

of main to service 3,060 customer accounts.

By 1911 the city had 11 artesian wells (six deep and five shallow). These

provided an adequate supply of water, but the city was growing rapidly and

within a few years a number of problems began to surface. The demand

began to outstrip the supply, and on days of high demand, there was a very

real danger that there might not be enough water to fight a fire. Secondly,

many of the water mains were only 20 to 40 1in
large enough to carry the increasing demand for water.

The first well outside of the downtown area was drilled in 1912 at the corner
of 11 ™ Stand 18 " Ave. This was the start of the current system of unit wells
placed in strategic places throughout th e city.

On July 13, 1915 Ross Beckstrom, the Superintendent of the Water
Department sent a letter to the city council in which he asks for additional

funds to address the lack of capacity as well as a need for larger water mains

to provide better servic e and fire protection, and the elimination of dead
ends. He proposed that the city issue $500,000 of bonds to pay for these
improvements, the cost to be covered by an increase in rates from the
current minimum bill of $3.20 per year. It would take a few years, but Mr.
Beckstrom eventually got his wish.

Over the next few years various proposals were made to improve the water

system. None of them met the approval of the city council. On February 10,

1919, Professor Daniel Webster Mead, who had designed a nd built much of

the water system over the past twenty years, addressed the city council.

With his great knowledge of the current system and its weaknesses he was

able to make some suggestions that the aldermen took seriously. His plan

involved building a new pumping station and a five million gallon reservoir.

(By this time the old pumping station on Park Ave. was nearly 50 years old.)

It also involved replacing many of the small 2
larger ones and eliminating dead ends in the d istribution system.

Within a few months the council approved his plan and set about locating a
site for the new pumping station. By September, the search had been
narrowed down to two sites. The first, known as the Church property was
located north of Cedar St. between Avon and Tay St. The second was
located on North Madison St. near the old brewery. From an engineering
standpoint both were nearly ideal. However, the Madison St. site was



already improved while the Church property was vacant land. | t was felt that
the cost and delay of purchasing the land from various private owners would
be a burden, so the Church property was chosen.

In March of 1920 $500,000 of bonds were sold to finance the project. An

additional $200,000 was funded through t axes. Construction of the pumping
station and the 5 million gallon reservoir was begun in June, and the first of

four wells was drilled in July. In later years two more wells were added.

These wells were drilled to a depth of 1600 feet. The pumping sta tion was
built on the west side of Stanley St and is 70 feet tall. This height was
necessary to house the two 300 H.P. boilers, the coal bins with a capacity of

450 tons of coal, and two large pumps with a capacity of 10 and 15 million

gallons per day. W hen it was opened in 1922 this was a state -of-the -art
facility.

Today, well pumps are powered by electricity. That was not the case in
1922. They used what was known as the air lift system. Two large air
compressors pumped air down 6 and 8 inch pipes i nto the wells. The air was
released about 300 feet down. It immediately expanded and rose to the
surface, taking the water with it. The water flowed into the reservoir where

the air escaped through vents in the roof. Coal fired boilers were used to

pro duce high pressure steam which was used to run the pumps that pumped

the water from the reservoir into the distribution system. Using this system

the plant had a capacity of eight million gallons a day. When the plant was
opened it consumed 20 tons of co al a day.

The Stanley St pumping station as it appeared in 1923.
The photograph was originally published in the 1923 City of Rockford annual report.



The Stanley St. pumping station still stands today. It is no longer a major

pump ing station but it still contains booster pumps that pump water into the
distribution system. The 5,000,000 gallon reservoir built in 1920 is still in

use today. Four of the six wells drilled in the 1920s are still being used
although today they use mode rn electric pumps.

During the remainder of the 1920s water use continued to grow. By 1928

daily pumpage had doubled from just five years earlier. It reached its peak

in 1929 on the eve of the great depression. With the closing of many
factories during the early 1930s water consumption dropped. Widespread
unemployment made it difficult for many people to pay their water bills. In

1933 the water department announced that all persons who were delinquent

in paying their water bill must come to the water d epartment offices and file
an application for relief, or an application for an extension of time. Over
2000 people did so. Those who didndét respond ri
off. Some people who were unemployed and unable to pay their bills at all

were allowed to work it off by digging ditches for water mains or performing

other jobs as necessary.

Two major events took place in 1935. H. Spencer Merz was appointed as
superintendent of the water department, and the city began using electricity

to pu mp water for the first time. In the previous 50 years, 17 men had
served as water superintendent. Merz would hold the job for 40 years before
retiring in 1975. He was at the helm when most of the major changes took
place in the water department. His fi rst major task was to electrify the unit
wells on the outskirts of the city. This was made possible by a contract with

the Central lllinois Electric & Gas Company whereby the water dept. could
purchase electricity at an average cost of slightly less than one cent per
KWH. This made it cheaper to run the pumps with electricity then with coal.

The central pumping station on Stanley St. continued to use the steam
powered pumps, but the unit wells outside of the downtown area were
equipped with electric pump s. These wells, which were previously used
primarily for backup, now became the primary source of water. The central
pumping station continued to be used for many years, but it was no longer

the primary source of water.

The switch from pumping water u sing the air lift system to pumping water
using electric pumps, created a new problem that we are still dealing with
today. The rock stratum which contains the water also contains large
amounts of iron and manganese in some parts of the city. When the wa teris
pumped from the ground, it contains a certain amount of these dissolved
metals. When the water was air lifted from the wells, the oxygen from the

air combined with the iron and caused it to oxidize. These oxidized particles

then precipitated out a  nd settled to the bottom of the reservoir before being
pumped into the distribution system. When electric pumps are used instead

of air, the iron is not oxidized. It stays in suspension much longer, until it
reaches the water mains, service lines and hom es of our customers. It also



sometimes contains hydrogen sulfide, which causes a rotten egg smell. The

wells near the Stanley St. pumping station contained very low levels of iron.

However, some of the outlying wells contained much higher levels. Altho ugh
it is not a health issue, it caused problems with stained laundry and
porcelain.

The boiler room in the Stanley St. Pumping Station in 1923

Note the coal chutes feeding the boilers.
Originally published in the 1923 City of Rockford annual report

In 1938 the city returned to the site of the old pumping station on Park Ave.

and drilled a new well. This new deep well had a capacity of 2000 gallons

per minute and added 25% to the capacity of the water works. The old
pumping station had not been us ed for 16 years but the building and a one
million gallon reservoir were still there. After cleaning and renovation the
reservoir was put back into use. To combat the iron problem, a combined

aerator and fountain was built into the reservoir. A glass en closure was built
on top of the reservoir to enclose the fountain and floodlights were lit at

night to illuminate it.

The city now had ten wells. Six were located next to the pumping station on
Stanley St. Four of these were drilled in 1919 and the othe r two were drilled
in 1926. These are run on steam power. The remaining four were in various



